Neuroendocrine carcinomas of the colon. Ultrastructural and biochemical evidence of their secretory function.
Four cases of malignant colonic tumors diagnosed by light microscopy as "small cell undifferentiated carcinomas" were shown by electron microscopy to have neurosecretory-type granules. Biochemical analysis of tumor tissue extracts disclosed the presence of considerable levels of VMA and catecholamines in all tumors; 5-HIAA was present in one tumor. Clinically, there had been no signs or symptoms attributable to those or related substances. Similar observations have been reported in a variety of neuroendocrine neoplasms; for example, the demonstration of neurosecretory-type granules and determination of amine or peptide materials in tumor tissue or body fluids may not be necessarily reflected in clinical hormonal syndromes or obvious metabolic abnormalities. Our structural and biochemical observations indicate that, regardless of clinically evident hormonal activity or lack thereof, some small cell "undifferentiated" colonic cancers derive from APUD elements, and therefore they should be classified within the group of neuroendocrine carcinomas. The evident secretory capabilities of these carcinomas suggest obvious diagnostic possibilities and could conceivably lead to a reappraisal of current therapy.